In his monumental work The Sages, E.E. Urbach characterizes Akiba's martyrdom as a nationalist victory.2 Akiba was a warrior who died to ensure the continuity of the ideals of the community. More recently Daniel Boyarin has traced the development of kiddush hashem to the point where it is considered a desideratum. He follows the phenomenon from Akiba's midrashic activity in Tannaitic midrash to the representation of his death in the stories in the Bavli. Is this, however, the only construction of martyrdom in the Rabbinic corpus? Or even in the Bavli?
In this paper I set aside any notion of kiddush hashem as a stable concept, and interrogate its functions within one sugya or Talmudic unit of discussion. I will examine the ways that b Sandhedrin 74a-75a -one of the central halakhic or legal discussions of kiddush hashem in the Bavli -thematizes desire, power, pleasure, love and sex. This will move my discussion towards an erotics of kiddush hashem. That is, I will claim that the constructed.meaning of the act of submitting to death, rather than worshipping idols, is embedded in a symbolic economy of fidelity, love, rape and adultery. The relationship of the "sanctifier of God's name" to God is understood along a spectrum of love and sex, licit and illicit pleasure.
At stake in this reading is an understanding of the part martyrdom played in the complex interaction between Rabbinic Judaism and the surrounding cultures. In recent work Virginia Burrus has shown that one cannot talk about Christianity without placing it in the context of the surrounding Roman culture of Late Antiquity.4 Following Burrus, Daniel Boyarin has argued a similar case for Rabbinic Judaism. 5 In the complex strategies of resistance to and accomodation with the dominant culture that were available to the Rabbis, martyrdom was potentially a very powerful weapon
